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ABSTRACT , / ' '•^ 

The outcomes of children'^ exposures to others* , 
positive and. negative emoti-ons were examined developmentally. 
Twenty-four infants in. three age cohorts (10, 15, and 20 months oldy 
were studied for 9 months. Mothers r-eporte|d the child's reactions to 
naturally occurring events in which emotions were expressed; in 
addition, each week mothers simulated one specified affect (e.g.# 
crying, anger, laughter), and an investigator portrayed affect 
incidents. Mother-child interactions were rated, /Tlie yoimgest 
children showed evidence of discrimination between others' positive 
and'negative emotions. Responses to afl^ct were examined as a 
function of the person expressing affect and the kind of affect, 
Sympathetic behaviors were directed 'toward th^ dii^ress^d mother but 
not the' distressed investigator. In the natural settinoj^ crying ii6st 
frequently evoked sympathetic- behavi6r; angry interactions turned the 
child away. In the oldest cohort there was individual conisistency in 
-'sympa.thy over' time. Mothers showing more positive cotftact in 
noHdistress situations, had children who were more sympathetic in 
distress situations. Socially out-going children' were also more 
likely to comfort others in, distress. ReB^aration behaviors (reactions 
to distress ^created by the child) a'ppeared and increased With age. 
Theories of early Altruism are discussed. (Author/JMB) 
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'The Impact of the Affective Environment on Young Childreh 

^ • f " . . ' • ' \ 

Carolyn Zahn-Waxler, Marian Radke-Yarrow, and Robert A. Kin!^ 

■ ' ■ ■ \ ' \ ' • 

The moods and emotions of others are ubiquitous sources of stimulation in 

■■■ ■ * ■ ' \ :\ ' ■ 

the young child* s environment. Others* expressions of pleasure, anger^ fear, love, 

. • ' ^» " ■ \ \ 

and sorrow, wl>ether or not directed toward the child, providi^i contexts of early 

. ..^ • ■ \ 

leami^ and experience. Emotions are inttinsic aspects of many .,4:aregiver behaviors. 
Surprisingly, there is little evidence.. with regard to how other^' emotions are 
experienced by young. children and how others' emotions affect child behavior .v 

The focus of the present research i^ on development, and'- environment as they 
Influence very young children's responses to others' emotional expressions, \ 
principally in circumstances of distress. In part, the inquiry is directed jto 
cognitive questions: What is the young child's awareness and understanding of 
others' affects?' In part, the queistions. concern affect 'and behavior: , What Ao 
others' emotions arouse in the child and how. does the chl^d interact with/others 
in such affective encounters? In such engagements of child with others;^ ^ne has 
the raw iiaterials for inquiry into the emergence of ^he child's empatnic capabilities 
and compassionate behaviors. c f- / 

A samp|e of 24 children, in three age cohorts beginning ^t ItO, 15, and 20 / 
months of age, was studied for 9 months* The overlappln^^ohort ^desigti made possible 
longitudinal and cross-sectional examinations of" development froi^' ^O.mpnths to 2% 
years. Mothers 6f the children were hired and trained pri6r to the study as co- ^ 
investigators. Mothers reported on -emotional events occurring in thevnatural 
envlrpnment. These events were situations in which pain, anger-,] joy, sorrow, or 
weariness w^re expressed by person^ in . the child's jUnmediate surjrounding. The < 

\ ■ ■ * ' ' . ' ■ • ■ - : : • 'I ■ . * ^ i 

• reporting of the events were according to specified procedures, l Mothei;s dictated 

-4 

the consequences. 



^an account of the event, the child's responses to- the^ event; and 
If any, of the child's reactions. Mothers also simulated seven 
6n a predetermined schedule, one affect; each week. 



pecified emotions 



Tfie Investigator viaited the homes at 3-week intervals, at which time the 



ports were discussed and procedural questions, clarified. The home visits were 

also the source of two sets of data: (1) mother and child behaviors were rated, 

' .» ■< ' f • ' / * 

and (2) the Investigate!^ simulated an aiffect. E'>th Investigator and mother 
observed' the child's respon^^es trf the simulation. Percent agreements based on 
comparisons of their accounts were in the 70 's and 80 's. Agreement on codings of ' 
mother's reports of child's responses tci affect incidents ranged from 79% tio 96%. 

" Children's reactions to others ' jLmotions were coded in the following principal^ 
categories: (1) no response, (2) attends, (3) cries or fusses, (A) imitates, 
(5) laughs or smiles, (6) set^ks caregi\|er, (7) intervenes, negatively by hitting or 
censuring, and (8) intervenes positivejy by physical contact, giving objects, express- 
ing S3rmpathy 6r comfort. Qualitative differences within each category and the 
child's entire response sequence in the affect episodes were also assessed. 

Our first i^isearch of the data concerns the kinds of maturational progressions 



A 



In the child's responses. There Is a strong developmental imprint in the data on 
the individual pver the 9^onths, and also in the data summarized by age groupings. 
The earllesf^reiBponse form is a distress cry or general agitation in the presence 
of , another perch's emotion: This resp^se predominates between 10 and 1^ months. 
An examt)^^e: At 14 months, S oB'served a crying 6-month-old baby; she 
wafcchedy tears welled In her eyes; she began to cry.; she loo^tfid to 



f 

Imfs coupled, a6 in the example, with visual seeking or proximity 



h^r motl 

X 

Th^ cry i^ some! 

seeking of a caregiver. Over the succeeding months,. the distress cry wanes (a 

statistically I l^gnif leant decrease), and more controlled, interpersonal reactions 

,'/* 

directed to tljf victim appear (a significant increase). Positive initiations to 
the victim" fl^t appear at 12 to 16 months. Thes|e tend- to be tentative physical 
contacts of pi i ting or touching tl^e victim^ having elements of getting and giving 
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^.cotnfort, The^contacta develop into more differentiated interventions by the middle 
andV^nd of th€ second year. In the protocol of tjhe child cited above, four months 
latcr^ome of the changes become apparent . ' ^ , 

A neighbor's baby cries. S looked startled her body stiffened. S}ie ^^ 
approached and tried to give thie baby cookies. She followed him around .. , 
and began to whimper herself. She then tried to stroke his hair, but he 
pulled away. Later, she approached her mother, led her to the baby, and 
tried to put mother's hand on the baby's head. He calmed down a little,, 
but still looked worried. She continued to bring him toys ahd to pat 
his head and shoulders. , * 

Other age changes in the second year shovad decreases in laughter and smiling 
to distress events, increases in imitation of the other's emotion, and. increases -^in 
negative behaviors directed toward the victim. It should be emphasized that t^e 
negative behaviors were of no where near the same magnitude as th6 positive inter- " 
ventions. (There were no apparent sex differences in any of the reactions to distress 

In these developmental transitions, one "has indications of' how the children - 
are registering emotional events. Their processing is seen in theif imitation, theit 
overt and verbal inspection of the other's affect, their kttributioh of their own 
feelings to others, their own manifestations of affect, and their attempts to sort 
out the implicatiotls ^f their own behaviors for the st^ate of othe? persons. Their 
verbal reactiohs take the form of lliDeling the emotions, questioning, i;femarse, 
sympathy,' and condemnat^ion. Vl ^ 

In the present report, we would -like to discuss^ two facets of processing. 
The firiat is children's imitation, either of the ^orms of intervention .with the victit 
or of the emotional expressions of the victi^. Gluing a toy, at 13 months or patting 
a' child at 14 months, 'or saying *'kiss ihe hurt,!^ or "God bles^ you," at 20 moatihs 
are Imitations of the form of intervention and in'^many Instances- are reported by the 



mother aa specific reproduct Vpne of what he had observed hef dolnj^. Most often 
•these are generalized imitat:Y'^s proaocial actions: Th^ interventions are most 
frequently delayed reproducti,x>nB of someone's helping or comforting, they are % 
usually not to identical dl,$ tress circuinstai^ces, and they occur in anique and 
adaptive combinations. >^ " * 

Another kind of Imitation suggestive of Gtapathic afflictive arousal is the 
child's expression of O's emotion.- Imitation is at first fragmontary (e.g., the 
eound^of 0*s distress), bi;t by 38 nonths It functions to provide the child with 
Information about himself aad his own feelings in' reltation to the emotions of others 
for example: - . 

Tlie mother^ bumps her elbow, winces , says "ouch." The child screws up 
his face, rubs hi4 own. elbow, says "cw*' and rubs the mother's elhow. 
In iml^tlons such as these, thq^^child "tries on" the other's emotional experience, 
thus aiding his comprehension of O's emotion and^ facilitating syjnpathetic interven- 
tion. This is not an inevitable outcome: Imitation of jD's affect at times turns 
inward and the child centers exclusively on himself, thereby precluding empathy for 
0 and precluding intervention. ' ^ 

Another facet of processing may be examined in the child's responses in 
situations where he himself has caused O'^^s emotions (as when he knocks over a peer, 
bites his mother, drops and' breaks a sibling's toy). Reactions to child-caused . 
events and the child-bystander events have a bailc similarity i^x conWnt ^d in 
developmental progression. In both, children's own distress /cries decrease with age 
and sympathetic interventions appear and increase. But there ^re also new and 
exaggerated responses which appear when the child has caused the distress. . Childrem 
express heightened excitability and distress. And, with some frequc^ncy, they show 
ambivalence of ^tention, alternating aggressive and comforting responses to their 
victim. Further/ on occasion, they manifest self-punitive behaviors. A child at 

^ 6 



16 months, who has made hin sibling cry, kiasd'B hiir and then hits hla ovm Tieud. 
Between 18 months and 2 years of age children get involved In l^hnvlora of repara- 
tion or in expYesjrfons of remorse. For example, a child hurts a peer's head ^ 
accidentally,, says, "I hurt- your hair; please don't er^," and then kisses the peer. 
Also, children express anxious concern about the consequences of their acts; namely, 
when Bobby bites his mothchr and she expresses pain, he repeats the bite than hugs 
^ her andfBays, "I love Mommy. Mommy love mer?">v Ifi these data one sees tljfichild's 

fluctuating awareness of the consequences^6f his own behaviors. Aerhe struggl\^s with 
the locus of the cause of emotion and as hfe attempts to repair the feelings of the 
other, there are, perhaps, the precursors of earlv conscience development. , 

, ■ % . •■ . 

The preceding descriptions have focused principally on the developmental 



proceA, and the evidence is there forraaturationally determined responses. Yet 
stable individual differences cjia^racterize the Xiidren ii^jjays that indicate con- 



tHjittity over the. time span covered. For some, oaring "^is frequerit and spontaneous, 
X . ~ ■ ' ^ • 

. while for bthers, intervention is difficult. 

' / . ■ y ' • ' 

In the observa-tions of cJ^fldF-adult interaction, controlling for age, children' 

A V ^^^^ 

^"^ho. frd(queii^:^nltia1r^^ With thedr mothers ^nd those wh» are outgoing 

1 toward the- investigator are the more altruistic children.^ The ability to interact 

^ I easily with others under everyday circumstances appears to make prosocial interven- 
tion easier, too, than when one is more hesitant and shy. This assertive quality 
of children may underlie another association. Children who>more frequently caused * 
distress to, others were also more, likely to intervene with sympathy when they were 
bystanders of distress. /(Significant correlations range fr^+.50 to +.80.) 
Intimate, causal encounters with distress provide feedback from which the child can 
learn about his impact on others* affective experience. 

^ ^ L 1 r 

Individual differences in altruism may also have origins in maternal rearing 



patterns. This posisibllity was exami^ie^. Anion<^, the mother's^ techniques not/related 
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to the child's altruism are her perTnlHHiveness, her, play with the child, and her 
• reinforcement of pro^oclal responses. Related to child altruism observed In other 
settings are her verbal communication with the^ qhl^d ;(approaching significance) , 
provision of contact CQmfort\ and her sensitivie attending to the child's emotional < 

•' \ ■ / • - ^ 

.fieeds. These associations are present i^hen ti^aternal and child measures are taken 
in the same time period » and, more impressi)/ely » in time lag ^correlations (r's range 

" ' " -. • \ { ■ ■ > 

from .SZt^to .75). Such associations are. no^ present when assessments of child 
altruism .temporally precede tnaternal assessments; that is, the direction of effect 



from caretaker to child. To summarize, mother's modeling of and provision of 




emotional suppbitft in circumstances of 'distress leads to altruistic behaviors in 

' ■' - - . ■ i •■ 

cfiildren as young^s 1 and 2 yedrs. 

The mother's expressions of distress when the child caused her to be distressed 
were also analyzed. Young children dp hurt mothers in their biting, kicking, and 
^ hitting. How the mother conveys to the child the painful consequences of his behavior 

• - • . ) 

may be instru<;tive. When mothers convey the message by dramatizing the painful con- / 
sequences in grimaces, moans, and cries, ^uch expressive mo^^^ling is positively 
associated with children's altruiem in the earlies't^stages of development. At a 
laYer dtafce, liiothers' verbal prohibitions and ,explanati(^s regarding the consequences 
of hurting other sjire correlatej^with children's sympathetic behavior in other --v 
set tings. Physi^^Si^^uml^Hment for hurting is assop^M^^^ with negative, aggressive 
reactions by chUdreA when they witness another's distress. These sets of rearing 
r methods remind one that the bhild receives mixed messages from mo.thers concerning 
^ the 'helping and hurting of others in distress.' J 

The data reported here are based on the .mother's obj$:^^t^ations \^ children's 
reactions to n^tu^al and simulated affective episodes. Had we used ^ laboratory 
setting, or reactions to an investigator 'a-^^ortrayal of emotion, a very different 
and more barren picture of changing developmental sensitivities would have emer^d; 
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chlldren*i» precjomluaat reHpoobr to tiu» Invcrttlr^^tor, other than almply rtttendlng to 
the^eventi va% to inrltate tho affect. Roactlona of concern » dlstreajr, and eyrapothetlc 
Interventions were few In numbor. By trnlnVnji; family memberB nfl obacrvora Jusr aa 
one would train outside obsoj^v^irj , we nre piov'.'id wirli nn Intlmatf look at life 
circumstances which would otherwlac be consldtjroj privllegod and lnncce88lb\a. 
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